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Northern Saw-whet Owl was added to our avifauna with a list prepared by
Taylor and Van Vleet (1889). The first suggestion of breeding was a second-hand
report included in a paper presented at the first meeting of the Nebraska
Ornithologists' Union in 1899 by M.A. Carriker, Jr., who " ... was told of a set of five
eggs collected near Nebraska City about seven years ago ... " (1900), but which
included no other details. At the next meeting, Bruner ( 1901) cited that report to
include the species on a list of birds that breed in the state. Bruner, Swenk and
Walcott later referred to the report in their "A Preliminary Review of the Birds of
Nebraska" (1904). The 1904 publication was the basis for breeding citations in the
A.O.U. Checklist, Third Edition (1910) and Fourth Edition (1931), although it was
dropped from subsequent AOU Checklists. It has also been cited by Bent (1938), as
well as N.O.U. Checklists of 1945 (Haecker et al. 1945) and 1958 (Rapp et al. 1958)
and by Sharpe et al. (2001).

Northern Saw-whet Owl chick, estimated 25-28 days old, in the Wildcat Hills, Scotts Bluff
Co., 20 May 2014, photo by Wayne Mollhoff.
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Through the years the species was suspected of breeding in Lincoln County (Tout
1947) and in the Pine Ridge of Sioux and Dawes counties (Rosche 1982, 1994).
There were also occasional reports of calling birds in the Panhandle in April and
May (Rosche 1994, Sharpe et al. 2001) but with no data on phenology for guidance,
the possibility remained that these might represent migrants. Proof of breeding was
presented by a road-killed, fledged young still in juvenal plumage found on 25 May
2002 in Antelope County and later preserved in the University of Nebraska State
Museum (Silcock 2002). Later, archival field notes were discovered of a pair of
adults with 3 young found at the Valentine National Wildlife Refuge, Cherry
County, in 1978 (Mollhoff 2005). Later still a fledged young bird was photographed
near Chadron State Park, Dawes County, on 5 July 2010 (Brogie 2011).
During the second Nebraska Breeding Bird Atlas Project, 2006-2011, a
project was instituted by Nebraska Prairie Partners, a joint partnership of Nebraska
Game and Parks and the Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory, to study the species in
western Nebraska. It was a well-designed one-year project to detect the species
during the expected breeding season through calling survey routes located in areas of
suitable habitat and was conducted in 2008 (Bly 2008, 2010). Through repeated
responses at the same locations during the expected time frame of vocalizations, they
were able to demonstrate the species' presence on territory in the Pine Ridge (Dawes
and Sioux counties) and Wildcat Hills (Scotts Bluff and Banner counties), as well as
in Kimball and Keith counties. Perhaps as importantly, they detected the species in
suitable habitat at nearly all of the locations covered by their surveys across the
entire area where they searched (Bly, personal communication).
That finding
suggested the possibility the species might be also be present in other areas of similar
habitat outside the survey area.
Discussing their study, as well as a recent nest box study in South Dakota
(Miller 2010) and wondering how to interpret other recent reports without having
any detailed nest data in Nebraska for guidance, a friend suggested putting up some
nest boxes in an attempt to get some local data. As a result I contacted land
managers and biologists at Nebraska Game and Parks Commission and the U.S.
Forest Service for permission to conduct a study on their public access lands, laid out
a route, decided where to place the boxes, and began building and placing 27 boxes
in February 2012. The boxes were located in Johnson, Lincoln, Thomas, Cherry,
Sheridan, Dawes, Sioux and Scotts Bluff counties.
Following rather disappointing seasons in 2012 and 2013, in which a total
of 3 boxes were used by Eastern Screech-Owls, on 10 May 2014, I was surprised
when I approached a box in the Wildcat Hills of Scotts Bluff County and found an
adult Northern Saw-whet Owl peering down at me from the entrance hole. It flew to
a nearby tree and watched while I checked the box.
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Northern Saw-whet Owl chicks, estimated 15-18 days old, in the Wildcat Hills, Scotts Bluff
Co., 20 May 2014, photo by Wayne Mollhoff.

I had checked that nest on 10 March 2014 and found the box vacant but with a
deeply cupped depression in the sawdust that could indicate occupation. The next
visit was in the dark the night of 17 April, when I found 5 warm eggs. With no bird
in the box, I_wrongly assumed they were Eastern Screech-Owl eggs, since they were
the only owls to use any of the boxes so far in the study. When I returned on I 0
May, I was surprised (and excited) to find a Northern Saw-whet Owl peering down
at me as I approached the tree. I found four chicks and an un-hatched egg when I
opened the box and guessed the age of the oldest to be 10-14 days. On 20 May I revisited the site along with Nebraskaland Magazine regional editor, Justin Haag. The
adult was not present and the oldest chick was peering at us from the box. After
photographing each of the young and returning them to the box, the oldest flew from
the box to a branch about 6 feet away on what seemed to be its first flight. After
watching it from the ground for two hours, it showed no inclination to return to the
box, so I climbed back up, caught it and put it back, where it stayed while we left.
On 26 May I found 3 young still in the box but couldn't find either an adult or the
apparently-fledged young in the area. On 28 May another observer photographed a
fledged young nearby. On 7 October the vacated box was cleaned and the contents
saved to study the food items.
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PHENOLOGY
The stated incubation period is 26-28 days, and a fledge age of about a
month (27-34 days) (Baicich and Harrison 1997). Working from the full clutch of
five eggs found on 17 April and a chick apparently fledging no later than 28 May, I
worked backward to estimate the following phenology: egg-laying by 2 April,
hatching by 1 May, fledging by 28 May.
Photos showing feather development of the chicks were checked against
descriptions and sketches in Pyle (1997) and Cannings (1993), as well as photos of
known-age chicks in Bent (1938) to estimate the age of the chicks. Spread-wing
photos of the young owls taken near and at fledging were compared to the spreadwing specimen of the juvenile salvaged on 25 May 2002 in Antelope County to
compare feather development and wear. Feather development shown in the
specimen and the photos are indistinguishable.
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